
Sermon 61: Luke 11:24-28: A Call for True Conversion

OUTLINE

Reformation without conversion
Faith without works

INTRODUCTION

In 2021 there are about 2.5 Billion Christians in name in the world today.  But how many of 
these Christians in name are Christians in truth?  What is the difference between a Christian 
in name and a Christian in reality?  There are all sorts of people who are associated with 
Christ but who are not believers.  There are many who fill out in their funeral forms, or any 
forms that ask for religious affiliation, that they are Christian.  There are those born in a so 
called Christian country and who have been baptized into a national church but are not 
believers.  There are those who have been brought up in a Christian home, gone to Sunday 
School, perhaps even a Christian school but who are not truly converted.  There are 
thousands of people who walked an aisle at a youth event, got baptized at a Christian camp,
or prayed a sinner’s prayer in a counselling room who now have no resemblance to biblical 
Christianity.  Evangelicalism in the last two centuries has seen a development in evangelism 
where a push for decisions has led to many false confessions of faith.  Charles Finney, the 
father of the altar call had a ministry in the New York area that became known as the 
burned over district, it was an area that was saturated in a particular style of evangelism 
that manipulated many who were not truly converted by the power of the Holy Spirit to 
come forward. Thousands responded, but because they responded due to the emotionalism 
of the spectacle produced and the charisma of the speaker, many made responses in the 
flesh and were not truly converted.  Decades after these tours of Finney the area became a 
seed bed for all sorts of wacky cults and ideas.  People became ‘religious’ but because it was
not a true conversion to Christ it resulted in all sorts of damage.  

It is to this problem of false conversions that we turn as we continue with Luke 11:24-28, 
‘When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless places 
seeking rest, and finding none it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ 25 And 
when it comes, it finds the house swept and put in order. 26 Then it goes and brings seven 
other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there. And the last state of that 
person is worse than the first. As he said these things, a woman in the crowd raised her 
voice and said to him, “Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you 
nursed!” 28 But he said, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it!”  
Jesus is presently dealing with the number of bad responses to His preaching and ministry.  
He has dealt with those who have wrongly accused him of doing His works by the power of 
satan in v14-23.  In our portion He is going to be dealing with two deficient types of 
responses to Him, these will be our two points for this message.  In 24-26 we see through 
the picture of a house swept clean that reformation without conversion to Christ is deficient;
that outer change without inner change is to remain in bondage.  Secondly, in v27-28 Jesus 
responds to a woman’s statement of faith by pressing the necessity of a faith that works, of 
hearing and doing.  There are those who engage in moral reform but who do not convert to 
Christ, and there are those who associate with Jesus teachings but who are not born again 
and so those teachings do not result in a holy life.  

Reformation without conversion



V24, ‘When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless places 
seeking rest, and finding none it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’  You 
have probably heard the story many times, someone who comes from a background of let’s 
say drug addiction and self-destruction turns over a new leaf, they give up the drugs and 
clean up their lives.  A well known story would be that of UK comedian and celebrity 
podcaster Russell Brand.  He gave up heroin in 2002 and using Transcendental Meditation 
techniques and the Focus 12 drug treatment program has put those days behind him.  He 
went on to become a vegan and politically active.  We could multiply these sorts of success 
stories, people who were on a path of self-destruction who turned it around and seem to be 
living happy and productive lives.  Jesus is pulling the mask off of what appears to be a 
cover story for self-improvement.

Using the recent event of someone who had been afflicted by the demonic being healed, 
Jesus speaks about the danger of moral reformation without conversion.  Jesus paints a 
picture of someone who has been afflicted by the demonic.  This was someone whose life 
would have been in tatters but has been set free.  Jesus uses the notion of the unclean 
spirit having once lived inside this person as their house.  The idea of the human heart 
being a house is often used by Paul as he describes the Christian as the temple or dwelling 
of the Holy Spirit.  Demonic possession is the devil’s twisted copy of God’s Spirit indwelling 
us. Demonic possession is the highest form of being overtaken by satan.  We have said it 
before and we must say it again, you don’t need to be demon possessed to be under the 
devil’s power, and in his kingdom.  Jesus helps us see an important distinction, to have a 
demon cast out does not equal salvation, merely temporary liberation with the danger of 
future infiltration.  Unless something is done about it.  

Now Jesus is pulling back the curtain on mysteries we do not know much about, except that
which is revealed to us.  He reveals to us that a demon which has departed has a 
‘wilderness’ experience, that they cannot find rest, that they prefer possession to being 
unpossessed.  We must be careful to infer too much from this scant info.  For example some
have speculated that demons are the disembodied souls of the Nephilim, the offspring of the
so called angels that made babies with human women in Gen. 6.  And that those 
demons/disembodied spirits of hybrid offspring are now seeking a body because of their 
disembodied state.  Friends, that is wild speculation, and we must restrain ourselves from 
inferring too much from Jesus words.  Jesus is using this information for illustrative 
purposes not to exhaustively explain the lives and habits of demons.  

The question that arises is: who does the man who has had the demon removed represent? 
You have three options to choose from.  Firstly, is Jesus applying this on a personal level 
saying to any individual who is impacted by His healing ministry that having a demon cast 
out does not equal salvation, moral reform is not enough?
Secondly, is Jesus speaking to the Jewish exorcists telling them that casting out demons is 
not enough?
Thirdly, is Jesus addressing the whole nation of Israel in light of His ministry suggesting that
getting rid of the devil and the Romans is not enough?  
I believe Jesus is addressing the common Jew who thought that cleaning up their lives using
the religion of Judaism was the way to get free from the devil’s influence.  The point is, as 
sinners we are in satan’s kingdom but Christ has come to liberate us, clinging to your self-
help program and not becoming and a true disciple of Christ is a sure way to stay unsaved 
and become worse off.  

V25-26, ‘And when it comes, it finds the house swept and put in order. 26 Then it goes and 
brings seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there. And the last 



state of that person is worse than the first.”  What good is a little religion?  What good is 
changing your diet, incorporating fasting, doing a time management course, going to gym 
regularly, spending more time with the family, decluttering and simplifying your life, and 
many other things that are done in the name of spirituality today?  Jesus tells us that if we 
do not become part of the stronger man’s kingdom, if we are not born again, if we are not 
filled with His Spirit, then our reforms are nothing more than sweeping house and getting 
ourselves ready to be overtaken again.  We must never be content with mere outward 
change.  The believer does not need to fear such a reversal because, ‘greater is He who is in
you than he who is in the world.’  

This brings before us the issue of using Jesus as a crutch.  Many make the complaint that 
many turn to Christianity because it is a crutch, it is away to clean up your life, to give you 
meaning and purpose, to give you identity and satisfaction.  And that it is merely one of 
many options.  Some choose Islam, others choose to go New Age, others prefer political 
activism and these external programs are all put into the same category of ‘crutch.’  Not too 
long ago the modern claim made the claim that he needed no crutch, today there is a 
greater recognition that we need hope, someone to believe in, a moral compass, etc.  
Spirituality is big, but today’s version of spirituality is nothing more than the moral reforms 
that first century Judaism would have implemented.  I am not selling Jesus saying to you 
come to Jesus and He will fix all your problems, there are many programs out there that can
give you a decent life.  The issue is this, who is in your heart?  Is your life vulnerable, it is 
still in satan’s kingdom, are you in God’s kingdom, are you under His protection?  You can 
have your best life now and still go to hell because you did not believe in Jesus Christ.

We need to ask another question, what does it look like that seven spirits worse than the 
first come in, and the last state is worse than the first?  Let me ask you which is worse.  Is it
worse to be a drug using agnostic who has no particular religious convictions or a 
rehabilitated drug addict who is firmly committed to Hinduism?  Externally one is full of drug
abuse and one not, but one has a false religious system that one is committed to, and the 
other doesn’t.  The rehabilitated drug user who is a Hindu is worse.  Even though they are 
more moral, even though they are vegetarian, even though they have stopped the self-
destructive behavior, it is harder to disentangle someone from a religious worldview than a 
self-destructive addiction.  But from the outside looking in you could think otherwise, Jesus 
is helping you to see straight.  Going from immoral to moral is still not going from satan’s 
kingdom to Christ’s.  The last state can look very moral outwardly.  

This raises a very big problem, how many of those who look religious and who are living 
swept house clean lives who are Christian in name are truly saved?  J C Rye puts it this way:
‘There is no safety except in 'thorough Christianity'. To lay aside open sin is nothing, unless 
grace reigns in our hearts. To cease to do evil is a small matter, if we do not also learn to do
well. The house must not only be swept and whitewashed. A new tenant must be 
introduced, or else the leprosy may yet appear again in the walls. The outward life must not
only be garnished with the formal trappings of religion. The power of vital religion must be 
experienced in the inward man. The devil must not only be cast out. The Holy Spirit must 
take his place. Christ must dwell in our hearts by faith. We must not only be moralized, but 
spiritualized. We must not only be reformed, but born again.’  
How many in the West who are post-Christian yet who have opted for social justice oriented
lives, who are anti-capitalist, who are anti-racist, who are gender inclusive as they fight for 
those formerly oppressed under traditional sexual codes, who are vegetarian, eco-friendly, 
and adopt abandoned animals think they are ok, but are merely a house swept clean or 
worse?



Jesus did not come to merely clean house, but to make us into His dwelling.  He is calling 
us, the prisoners, the lost, the enslaved, to accept His reign and His liberation.  He is making
a way for us to return to what we are made for, to return to our true humanity not our self-
made ones, to know the King of the universe, and He has made a way that all the crimes we
have committed, which should be punished have been paid by Him so that we can come 
and be restored.  Would you like to stay unsaved, with a clean house, which wont last long 
and will end in destruction; or do you want to let the Lord of the Manor into your dwelling 
and make it His home as He brings His strength and riches with Him to share them with 
you?

Faith without works

V27-28, ‘As he said these things, a woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, 
“Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you nursed!” 28 But he said, 
“Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it!”  The text now turns our 
attention away from those who are satisfied with reform but not closing with Christ to those 
who believe with the type of faith that does not obey.  The narrative turns to a woman who 
seems to have a genuine faith in Christ.  What she does is very brave.  The atmosphere 
where Jesus is criticizing the masses and leaders would have been tense, and this woman is 
pinning her colors to the mast as she speaks out in approval of His teachings.  Her words 
are very interesting, ‘Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you 
nursed.’  Jesus uses her statement of faith to draw attention to a false form of faith that He 
knows is prevalent among those responding to His ministry.  

What does she mean by her words?  She is pronouncing a beatitude, a statement about 
blessedness.  That word blessed means ‘o how happy’.  Some have thought that she was 
talking about how proud Jesus mother would be for having such a good son.  It must be 
something stronger than this however, some have thought that it is an indication that this 
woman believes Jesus message about salvation and is blessing the mother who bore Him.  
This is part of it but I think it is stronger still.  It was the desire of Israelite woman to be the
one who would be chosen to be the mother of the Seed who would crush the head of the 
serpent, it was possible that a woman of the tribe of Judah would be chosen to have David’s
Son who would save Israel.  In Matthew’s version of the conversation about casting demon’s
out by the power of satan, Jesus identity as the Son of David is found in the context, this is 
what she is confessing.  She is agreeing with Jesus that He is the King, that the Kingdom 
has arrived, that the Stronger Man has come and that Mary was the blessed woman chosen 
by God to bring this Savior into the world.

Jesus does not say that Mary is not blessed but highlights a greater blessing that being the 
birth mother of the Messiah.  “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep 
it!”  Several points can be made from this statement.  
Firstly, we must note Christ’s definition of true conversion.  A true believer is not only those 
who hear but those who hear and obey.  Christ is portraying a view of salvation that has 
faith towards Christ and a heart change which issues in a life of holiness and obedience.  
Easy believism is the name given an Arminian view of salvation which views salvation by 
faith onlyism.  The Reformation taught that we are saved sola fide, by faith alone, but not 
by a faith that stands alone.  At various times there have been those who have feared that 
any talk of repentance or the necessity of good works in the Christian life results in legalism 
and have over reacted with antinomianism.  One tendency has been to boil saving faith 
down to a mere intellectual assent to the facts of salvation with no talk about a changed life.
Our response to easy believism is not to redefine saving faith to include works, this would 
be to deny that we are indeed justified by faith alone.  We must never try and balance 



antinomianism out with legalism, two wrongs don’t make a right.  No rather what we do is 
we emphasize that because the work of salvation by God in the heart includes regeneration,
the newly born again heart not only believes in Christ but also turns from sin in repentance 
and pursues good works from a new impulse.  If the new impulse of obedience is not 
present then the inward work of new birth is not there and any external, verbal confession 
is mere words, but not true faith.  Christ is warning the people from being hearers only, 
from a mere external association and following; He is calling them to salvation, and a faith 
that not only hears and believes but does.          

Secondly, again an external experience of Christ’s power, even if it were the miracle of the 
virgin birth is nothing compared to true conversion.  To see Christ’s power, to be healed, to 
even have been the birth mother of Jesus by the virgin birth is good, but it is better to be 
saved.  Mary was more blessed for being a believer in Christ than being a bearer of Christ.  
It is better to be one who hears and believes, who believes and obeys.  Many are those who
witness miracles but who did not believe and obey.  Many outwardly associated with Christ 
as the spectacle of His ministry drew crowds, but many stopped following Him not believing 
and following as His disciples. 

Thirdly, the greatest blessing of all lies in salvation.  Jesus description of someone who 
hears and believes is describing someone who was once a slave of satan, once under the 
condemnation of death, once dead in trespasses and sins but who has now experienced 
rescue and life.  They have heard the truth about their condition and believed it, they have 
heard the truth about God’s Savior and trusted in Him.  The Holy Spirit has worked a change
in their hearts that has moved them to faith, but not only to faith, but also to obedience.  
James puts it well when he says, 2:18, ‘But someone will say, “You have faith and I have 
works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my 
works.’  The works do not make up the faith, they come with and flow from it.  Faith 
receives Christ as the one who justifies us, works accompany the act of believing but are not
the way in which we receive the free gift of Christ’s righteousness that justifies.  Justification
is by faith alone but not a faith that stands alone.  Works contribute nothing in the way of 
being the instrument by which we receive God’s free gift, but they are an indicator of a true 
work of the regeneration by the Spirit that enables saving faith.  This person who has 
believed and now obeys, is truly blessed.  There is no greater blessing than salvation.  

Once again the implication is a warning, are you someone who only hears and does nothing 
about it?  Are you someone who is content to go along with the crowd who is excited about 
Jesus but there is no true faith and obedience towards Him in your life?  Have you 
individually chosen to trust Christ and submit to Him as Lord and Savior?  Are you a true 
Christian or a Christian in name?  How can you know?  You not only hear but keep God’s 
commands.  The apostle John puts it this way, 1 John 5:2-3, ‘By this we know that we love 
the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. 3 For this is the love of
God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.’  And 
again 1 John 2:3-6, ‘And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his 
commandments. 4 Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a 
liar, and the truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is
perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: 6 whoever says he abides in him ought 
to walk in the same way in which he walked.’  

Jesus is challenging the crowds in how they respond to Him, how do you respond?  Are you 
someone who has merely indulged in a little external reformation or are you born again?  
Are you merely a house swept clean but still in the devil’s kingdom, or are you a house and 
dwelling for the King of kings?  And do you hear and obey, or are you a hearer only?


